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Abstract
This study analyses the socio-economic determinants of the short-term fertility plans 
of Italian women and men living as couples, before and shortly after the onset of the 
2007/2008 Great Recession, which may have affected their reproductive plans through a 
climate of rising economic uncertainty. Using multilevel models, we investigate how fer-
tility intentions are related to the individual characteristics of the respondents and their 
partners as well as to changes in the economic context. The findings confirm that the 
Great Recession modified the determinants of short-term fertility intentions differently for 
women and men. Among the most relevant issues, we outline the importance of couples’ 
working conditions and the contextual labour market indicators.
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1 Introduction

Changes in fertility behaviour are among the most intensively studied issues in demo-
graphic research. Recent works address fertility intentions, which pertain to the additional 
children that women and men intend to have, and concern the planning of actions towards 
a particular goal or a determination to act in a certain way (Morgan 2001). Within the tran-
sition from fertility decision-making to fertility behaviour, intentions follow childbearing 
desires and anticipate concrete behaviour (Billingsley and Ferrarini 2014), reflecting the 
combined effect of fertility demand and situational constraints on achieving the desired fer-
tility in the hypothesis that having a child is the result of a reasoned decision, based on the 
evaluation of costs and benefits (Thomson and Brandreth 1995; Ajzen and Klobas 2013).
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Fertility intentions link social, economic, and psychological variables to fertility and 
therefore depend on both the characteristics of individuals (age, marital status, parity, edu-
cational level, relationship networks, and economic situation) and the country’s political 
and economic climate and welfare system (Morgan 2001; Morrissey 2017).

Among the variables negatively influencing fertility intentions, economic insecu-
rity–e.g., insecurity about current and future employment, income and wealth—can play an 
important role (UNDESA 2008).

A deterioration in the labour market may induce perceptions and expectations of job 
instability, economic insecurity, awareness of the crisis, and depression, which in turn may 
affect fertility intentions and fertility (Andersson 2000; Adsera 2004; Philipov et al. 2006; 
Sobotka et al. 2011; Kreyenfeld et al. 2012) and may constrain the childbearing plans of 
men and women (Kotowska et al. 2008).

The relationship between fertility behaviour and economic uncertainty increasingly 
became a subject of interest after the onset of the 2007/2008 financial and economic reces-
sion (Sobotka et  al. 2011; Pailhé and Solaz 2012; Goldstein et  al. 2013; Cazzola et  al. 
2016; i Arolas 2017).

The aim of our study is to highlight the determinants—at the micro level—of the short-
term fertility intentions of women and men living as couples in Italy in the first decade 
of the 21st Century. We believe, as suggested by previous research (Spéder and Kapitány 
2009; Begall and Mills 2011; Berrington and Pattaro 2013; Cavalli and Koblas 2013; 
Vignoli et al. 2013; Spéder and Kapitány 2014), that a gender perspective is important, as 
male and female intentions are differently correlated to actual fertility.

Focusing on partnered individuals, we use data from the 2003 and 2009 Italian Mul-
tipurpose Survey – Family and Social Subjects.1 The period considered marks the onset 
of the 2007/2008 Great Recession. Although the data do not reveal a decline in intentions 
of having a child in Italy between the two surveys—as emerged in previous research for 
many European countries in the same period (Testa and Basten 2014; Palumbo and Sironi 
2016)—we expect that the crisis might have modified the determinants of women’s and 
men’s reproductive plans because of the climate of rising economic uncertainty. We are 
aware that the survey conducted in December 2009 might be somewhat close to the onset 
of the crisis to fully indicate whether the recent economic deterioration would lead to long-
term modifications in fertility behaviour. Nevertheless, the survey was conducted after a 
period of rising uncertainty and labour market deterioration (rising unemployment rates, 
juvenile unemployment and inactivity rates) (Di Quirico 2010; Coletto 2010). The media 
gave great emphasis to the global crisis right from its beginning in 2007, in a process of 
globalisation of risks recalling that proposed by Beck (1992), where individuals were able 
to subjectively assess the gravity of the situation in which they found themselves. As indi-
viduals are “hardwired to prioritize negative over positive information” (Soroka 2014: 
101), and pay more attention and react more strongly to negative than to positive inputs, by 
the end of 2009 Italians already had a clear perception of economic crisis.

Furthermore, utilizing fertility data from the period of 2001–2010 and unemployment 
data from the period of 2000–2010, Goldstein et al. (2013) also found that countries hard 
hit by the recession already showed a decline in total fertility.

Using multilevel models, we investigate if and how the determinants of childbearing 
intentions change or assume different importance before and shortly after the beginning 

1 A variant of the gender and generation survey (GGS). Currently, the 2009 Survey is the last available Sur-
vey for Italy in the GGS program.
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of the Great Recession, thereby contributing to the literature on the relationship between 
economic uncertainty and fertility. We address two central research questions from a gen-
der perspective. Firstly, what are the effects of individual and contextual characteristics 
on fertility intentions before and after the onset of the financial and economic crisis? And 
secondly, does the set of determinants of reproductive behaviours change in the presence 
of economic uncertainty? In fact, the contextual environment may influence intentions by 
affecting the background factors measured at the individual level.

2  Theoretical Background

Some studies have addressed the link between economic uncertainty and childbearing 
intentions (Berninger et al. 2011; Fahlén 2013), although this issue has still not been suf-
ficiently explored (Testa and Basten 2014; Fahlén and Oláh 2015). However, theories on 
fertility can support the application of theories of intentions (Philipov 2011).

Uncertainty can be expressed in economic, social, and personal dimensions (Fiori et al. 
2013). When the economic dimension is considered, the theory is rooted in the conceptual 
structure of Becker’s microeconomic model of fertility (Becker 1960; 1991), where child-
bearing and the associated opportunity costs are strictly connected to the potential wages of 
the parents. Assuming that fertility behaves in a procyclical way with respect to economic 
context, Becker’s approach predicts a negative effect of unemployment on men’s fertility 
behaviour due to the loss of income (the income effect), while female unemployment could 
be positively associated with fertility behaviour through a reduction in the opportunity cost 
of childbirth, providing time for childbearing and child care (the substitution effect). For 
women, the overall impact is thus more ambiguous, because it depends on whether the 
income or substitution effect prevails.

Easterlin (1976) enriched Becker’s theory by introducing young adults’ reluctance to 
have a family until their material aspirations have been reached. Such aspirations mean that 
an economic recession could cause a delay in marriage and childbearing. More recently, 
Bernhardt (1993) introduced the effects of institutional arrangements, arguing that unem-
ployment benefits may moderate the income effect, while maternity benefits reduce the 
opportunity cost of childbearing, as they partially compensate for wage loss.

The question concerning fertility and recession is, fundamentally, whether the relation-
ship is pro- or counter-cyclical. A counter-cyclical relationship was found by Butz and 
Ward (1979) for the United States, where temporary periods of unemployment constituted 
a good time for childbearing for women as the opportunity costs were lower.

Recent research usually indicates that economic security is a precondition for having 
children for both men and women (Fahlén and Oláh 2015); that is, fertility usually has a 
procyclical relationship with economic conditions. Greater economic resources allow peo-
ple to plan (and raise) larger families (Rinesi et  al. 2011), while situations of economic 
uncertainty, such as periods of unemployment, may lead people to postpone childbearing 
until they can find a secure job (Mills et  al. 2008). Economic uncertainty can induce a 
short-term reduction in fertility, often due to the delaying of decisions to have a(n addi-
tional) child, which can be picked up again when the economy recovers (Brewster and 
Rindfuss 2000; De La Rica and Iza 2005).

Moreover, a recent body of research on the determinants of fertility intentions suggests 
that they depend not only on demographic and socio-economic, but also on gender-related 
factors (Begall and Mills 2011; Berrington and Pattaro 2013; Cavalli and Koblas 2013; 
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Vignoli et  al. 2013; Spéder and Kapitány 2014). Economic and institutional context, as 
well as gender roles within the family, may impact the childbearing intentions of women 
and men differently, since motherhood and fatherhood have different consequences for 
women and men (Neyer et al. 2013).

A further interpretation of the link between intentions and behaviour is provided by the 
Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) (Ajzen 1991), which states that intentions are a driv-
ing force for action. According to this theory, intentions derive from the combination of 
(1) attitudes towards the behaviour in question (i.e. having a (nother) birth); (2) subjective 
(i.e., internalized) norms about the behaviour; and (3) the extent to which the behaviour 
is perceived to be subject to control. The TPB has been adapted to the analysis of fertil-
ity decision-making by several demographers (Billari et al. 2009; Ajzen and Klobas 2013; 
Philipov et al. 2015).2

To develop a complete approach to fertility intentions, it is then important to include 
several levels of analysis: the individual characteristics and joint resources of the two part-
ners, as well as the socio-economic climate and the institutional family policies regard-
ing the reconciliation of work and family (Billingsley and Ferrarini 2014). In fact, fertil-
ity intentions reflect both internal and external pressures and influences. It is important to 
observe them in relation to macro-level conditions that can lead to changes in individual 
perception of effective options and constraints with regard to present situation and future 
prospects, inducing growing concern for the future, and influence people’s short-term 
childbearing intentions (Fahlén and Oláh 2015; Hanappi et al. 2017). For example, during 
an economic crisis, even employees in stable jobs with permanent employment contracts 
are still potentially at risk of redundancy due to possible company bankruptcy, because 
economic recessions increase the individual likelihood of employment instability and inse-
curity (de Lange et  al. 2014). In addition to unemployment, other contextual indicators 
also reflect aspects of economic uncertainty that have become common in many European 
countries, such as temporary contracts, part-time work, and other flexible forms of work3 
which deviate from ‘standard’ employment contracts. The proportion of the EU-28 work-
force in the 20–64 years age-group reporting that their main job was part-time increased 
slowly but steadily from 14.9% in 2002 to 19.0% in 2015 (Eurostat 2019).

Macro and micro-level insecurities might reinforce each other, as individuals with an 
insecure employment position could feel discouraged from making long-term family com-
mitments if economic prospects are poor. As many scholars affirm (Giddens 1990; Beck 
1992; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002; Rijken and Knijn 2009), in a modern society 
increasingly preoccupied with the future, one major problem is the importance of making 
choices (i.e. choices about the family and parenthood).

2 Unfortunately, the 2009 survey does not allow us to analyse fertility intentions in the framework of the 
TPB.
3 This category encompasses several contractual arrangements. Among them: ‘very short’ fixed-term work 
of less than 6 months; ‘very short’ part-time work of less than 10 h a week; non-contract work; zero hours 
or on-call work; and work from home (Eurostat 2019; Broughton et al. 2010).
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3  Previous Research

The research on economic uncertainty and childbearing intentions was relatively limited 
until quite recently and conclusions vary depending on gender and socioeconomic char-
acteristics. Generally, researchers agree that uncertainty adversely affects both fertility 
(Adsera 2011) and fertility intentions (Testa and Basten 2014; Bono et al. 2015).

The roles of financial security (including employment status), educational attainment 
(assumed as an indicator of earning potential) and housing conditions are often included 
in analyses of fertility intentions (Thomson 1997; Berrington 2004; Régnier-Loilier and 
Vignoli 2011; Testa 2014).

Findings from several Western and Eastern European countries confirm that individuals 
with “better” employment are more oriented towards childbearing, although the direct rela-
tionship between job quality and fertility intentions may vary between men and women and 
among countries (Neyer et al. 2013). In Switzerland, perceived job instability negatively 
affects the intention of having a first child for women (Hanappi et al. 2016); in particular, 
a rise in employment uncertainty facilitates a downward revision of reproductive decisions 
among highly educated Swiss men and women (Hanappi et al. 2017). Less favourable soci-
oeconomic situations (educational level, occupational status) appear to delay the realisation 
of intentions for both genders in France and Italy (Régnier-Loilier and Vignoli 2011).

Another important aspect is the couple’s employment status. Dual-earner couples gen-
erally display higher fertility intentions than one-earner couples, because of their higher 
levels of economic resources (Toulemon and Testa (2005) for France; Salvini et al. (2009) 
for Italy).

The number of hours a person works also has been related to childbearing plans and 
fertility (Testa and Basten 2014) but results from micro-level analysis are sometimes con-
flicting. As Del Boca (2002) states, the availability of part-time jobs can positively influ-
ence the decisions to work and have a child, but part-time jobs are often precarious and fre-
quently associated with low wages and low levels of social security (Hanappi et al. 2017; 
Charles  2011). For example, part-time work is significantly negatively connected to the 
fertility intentions of highly educated childless men and women in some European coun-
tries (Buber et al. 2012), because of the risk of holding precarious positions in the labour 
market, often associated with limited financial resources.

Housing conditions has been proposed as a proxy of wealth: people living in a luxury 
house have higher fertility levels (Kulu and Vikat 2007).

Finally, the availability of support from individuals’ social network-social capital has 
been considered an important factor which may weaken the effect of economic insecurity 
on fertility (Philipov et al. (2006) for Bulgaria and Hungary; Bühler and Frątczak (2007) 
for Poland). Likewise, public childcare provision for children has been discussed by many 
authors as a determinant of fertility decisions.4 As validated for OECD countries, a lack 
of both good quality formal childcare provision and state support will likely limit female 
chances to stay in employment, thus reducing their number of children (Fagnani 2008). 
Investments in education and childcare facilities have been identified as factors which 

4 Both the 2003 and 2009 Italian Multipurpose Surveys ask if children (0–13 years) are currently registered 
at nursery school or at school. Furthermore, the 2003 questionnaire includes two questions referred to chil-
dren aged 0–5 years on the causes of their enrolling or not in pre-primary education. Unfortunately, the lack 
of this information in 2009 did not allow us to include childcare facilities in our analysis.
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contribute to a higher birth rate (D’Addio and Mira d’Ercole (2005a) for France and Scan-
dinavian countries; Fine-Davis (2016) for Ireland).

At the macro level, the rise of unemployment or marginal employment arrangements 
(i.e., the rise of part-time working) emerges as an indicator of the impact of an economic 
crisis, which can influence the reproductive behaviour of women and men. A negative 
relationship between the level of unemployment and the total fertility rate (TFR) has been 
found in some OECD countries (Adsera 2004; D’Addio and Mira d’Ercole 2005b) and in 
the northern and central Italian regions (Cazzola et al. 2016). Perceived economic uncer-
tainty in terms of unemployment risks also has an impact on short-term childbearing inten-
tions, mainly among European men who may be (or are considered) the main providers in 
the household (Fahlén and Oláh 2015).

These findings confirm the hypothesis that when people perceive economic uncertainty 
and are afraid that their income may decrease, they may abandon the idea of childbearing, 
which could negatively influence their economic well-being.

GDP trends also often show a positive correlation with both trends in fertility rates 
(Sobotka et al. 2011 on OECD countries during 1980–2008) and short-term fertility inten-
tions (Testa 2010 on the EU 27 plus Turkey and Croatia in 2006).

4  Hypotheses

Our analysis starts from the assumption that individual characteristics, couple characteris-
tics and changes in socioeconomic contextual factors influence the individual perception of 
security or uncertainty, which in turn affects childbearing intentions.

1. As reported by Palumbo and Sironi (2016), rising economic uncertainty may modify the 
determinants (at both the micro and the macro level) of short-term intentions to have a 
child;

H1 The set of determinants of fertility intentions may change after the onset of the finan-
cial and economic crisis.

2. Our exploratory analyses confirmed that some individual and contextual variables may 
not operate in the same way for male and female fertility intentions, as already pointed 
out by many authors (Berrington 2004; Cavalli and Klobas 2013; Vignoli et al. 2013; 
Spèder and Kapitány 2014; Fiori et al. 2013; Mills and Blossfeld 2005);

H2 The determinants of fertility intentions are gender-differentiated.

3. Italy retains the dominant male-breadwinner family model, along with public policies 
that favour one-earner couples, with the consequent difficulties for women in combining 
work and parenthood (Mills et al. 2008; Rinesi et al. 2011; Fiori et al. 2013; Pinnelli 
et al. 2007). In this context of traditional gender roles, occupational status may repre-



Fertility Intentions in Times of Rising Economic Uncertainty:…

1 3

sent a main determinant of fertility intentions, especially among men, as predicted by 
microeconomic theory;

H3 Working conditions represent a stronger predictor of fertility intentions among men 
than women.

4. Education is a personal resource that can signal potential earnings and good long-term 
economic prospects, and can positively influence fertility intentions, as found by many 
authors (as Mills et al. (2008) and Pinnelli and Fiori (2008) reported for Italy and Testa 
(2014) for European countries).

Testa and Stephany (2017), using 86 pieces of research covering 13 European coun-
tries (including Italy) published between 1990 and 2011, showed that in Western, 
Northern and Southern countries highly educated women and men are more likely than 
their less educated counterparts to say they intend to have another child. They support 
the thesis that the former generally have more resources for outsourcing childcare than 
the latter.

H4 Highly educated people show higher fertility intentions.

4. The availability of support from the individual’s social network may represent an impor-
tant intermediary factor between the individual and the societal response to insecurity 
(Fiori et al. 2013). Unpaid external supports may lower the costs of having children 
and could play a positive role in reproductive choices (Dalla Zuanna and Micheli 2004; 
Balbo and Mills 2011);

H5 The availability of unpaid external supports is associated with higher fertility 
intentions.

6. Economic contextual conditions may exert a significant influence on short-term fertil-
ity intentions. A worsening in the economic contextual conditions induces perceptions 
and expectations of economic insecurity, adversely influencing the childbearing plans 
of men and women (Testa and Basten 2014). At the macro-level, we expect significant 
effects of changes in GDP (Billari et al. 2009) and labour market indicators;

H6 Labour market instability adversely influences the fertility intentions of Italian women 
and men, while the relationship between GDP and fertility intentions is procyclical.
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5  The Italian setting

Italy, like other European countries, has faced many dramatic changes in various sociode-
mographic fields in the last few decades. After the baby boom of the mid-1960s, the TFR 
steadily declined, reaching rates below 1.3 children per woman over the 1993–2003 period. 
Subsequently, a small recovery was observed up to 2010 (1.46 children per woman), 
whereas in the most recent years the TFR has levelled out: in 2016, the rate fell to 1.34. 
However, the number of children desired by Italian couples is still near the replacement 
level (TFR of 2.1).

Italian fertility patterns have been characterised by regional differences, influenced by 
both distinct reproductive models and differentiated distribution of foreign-born popula-
tions across the country (Caltabiano et al. 2009).

Since the last few decades of the 20th Century, the country’s educational level has 
increased considerably, with achievement of gender balance at the highest levels of educa-
tion (Fiori 2011). Women’s educational achievements have been followed by greater partic-
ipation in the labour market, although the employment rate of Italian women (age 15–64) 
has remained among the lowest in Europe (Fig. 1a). The gender gap in both employment 
and unemployment rates in Italy is always higher than the corresponding value in the 
EU-28 (OECD 2017); conversely, male unemployment rates in Italy are generally some-
what below the EU-28 average (Fig. 1c).

Temporary contracts, part-time work, and flexible jobs—common in many European 
countries–increased in Italy (Fig.  1b) after the introduction of the 1997 Treu and 2003 

Fig. 1  Employment rates, unemployment rates, part-time employment rates, and involuntary part-time 
employment rates: Italy and the EU-28 (Part-time employment and involuntary part-time employment 
rates were obtained on the basis of employment rates and part-time employment and involuntary part-time 
employment percentages.). Source: OECD [2017]
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Biagi reform measures.5 The Treu law increased labour market flexibility, mainly by intro-
ducing temporary contracts and providing incentives for part-time work. The Biagi reform 
further deregulated the use of atypical work arrangements, such as temporary agency work 
(staff-leasing) and part-time work, and introduced new forms of atypical work arrange-
ments such as on-call jobs, job sharing and occasional work (Schindler 2009). These insti-
tutional changes have greatly contributed to the spread of temporary employment in Italy 
(OECD 2009; Cappellari et al. 2012).

Part-time jobs in Italy are always less widespread compared with other European coun-
tries (Fig. 1b); however their increasing trend mostly explains the higher growth rates of 
female employment in Italy with respect to other countries (Del Boca and Giraldo 2013).

Wide differences characterize regional labour markets in Italy. In the early twenty-first 
century unemployment and long-term unemployment decreased in all regions. After the 
2007/2008 economic crisis, unemployment increased especially in the Central and North-
ern regions, while long-term unemployment consistently grew all over the country. Part-
time work increased everywhere in the first decade of the 2000s, though more markedly in 
the Southern regions. While GDP was growing in all regions before the crisis, it fell every-
where immediately after. Although the crisis has affected the whole country, the Southern 
regions appeared to be at a disadvantage with respect to those of the center-north.

Involuntary part-time employment is increasing in Italy more than in the EU-28 
(Fig. 1d). This phenomenon, which affects Italian men and women alike, grew exponen-
tially (especially for women) following the 2007/2008 economic crisis.

In Italy, state welfare policy is primarily centred on the family and on the male bread-
winner model. This Southern Model welfare regime is deeply influenced by the concep-
tion that the family is the economic and caregiving unit and that the state should intervene 
only when families are unable to satisfy their members’ needs (Ferrera 1996; Naldini 2003; 
Fiori et al. 2013).

In the 21st Century, the level of public social expenditure in Italy has varied between 25 
and 30% of GDP, which is in line with other Western European countries (OECD 2016), 
but in the context of social services, Italy has a serious shortfall in public childcare provi-
sion for children under 3  years of age, which varies greatly from region to region (Del 
Boca and Giraldo 2013); enrolment rate reaches 5% for the whole country in 2018, in con-
trast to OECD average which is higher than 30%. On the contrary, pre-primary schools for 
children from 3 to 5 years of age, mainly provided by the public sector (72% of children 
enrolled in public schools) are more widespread throughout the nation. The pre-primary 
school enrolment rate is about 94%, compared to 87% on average across OECD countries 
(OECD 2019).

6  Data and Methods

6.1  The Sample

This study is based on the Italian Multipurpose Survey–Family and Social Subjects, con-
ducted every 5 years since 1998 by the italian national institute of statistics (ISTAT). The 

5 Law no. 196/1997 (the so called “Treu-Package”); Law no. 30/2003 (the so called “Biagi Law”).
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survey constitutes a key source of statistics on family structures and the social characteris-
tics of the family in Italy.6

To deepen our investigation of the components of fertility attitudes, we considered two 
independent surveys conducted in 2003 and 2009, in order to compare the explanatory 
power of several socioeconomic variables before and after the recent economic downturn. 
These surveys do not include time-dependent variables.

The 2003 survey, conducted in November, was based on 14,323 families (49,541 peo-
ple), whereas in December 2009 the sample included 17,788 families (43,850 people). 
When couples were directly interviewed, each member responded separately.

Starting from the assumption that in Italy childbearing decisions are realistic only when 
taken at the couple level, we considered Italian men and women ages 18–45 living as couples 
(married or unmarried), as here fertility intentions are not considered as the long-run or ideal 
target, but rather as real-life prospects in the short term for cohabiting or married people.

After these reductions, the 2003 and 2009 samples consisted of 9486 and 7437 individ-
uals respectively. A few sociodemographic variables collected in 2003 were absent in 2009 
(e.g., lifestyle preferences, religious practices, some information about children enrolment 
in childcare and pre-school, etc.), but the core questionnaires were entirely comparable. In 
addition to data from Italian Multipurpose Survey, we also used regional data on GDP and 
labour market indicators. Data on GDP were derived from ISTAT, while data on labour 
market were derived from OECD.

6.2  Dependent Variable

Fertility intentions were collected by the survey question, “Do you intend having a child 
or another child in the next 3 years?”. It was assessed using four categories: definitely not; 
probably not; probably yes; and definitely yes. The first two categories were considered 
as “no” and the second two as “yes”. The dependent variable takes a value of one if the 
respondent intends to have a child in the next 3 years, and zero otherwise.

In 2003, 32.0% of respondents (35.8% of men and 29.1% of women) declared their 
intention of having a child or another child within three years, while in 2009, this propor-
tion was 35.0% (38.6% and 32.1%, respectively)7 (Tables 2, 3).

The substantial stability of fertility intentions during the Great Recession is common to 
many European countries (Testa and Basten 2014; Palumbo and Sironi 2016). One possible 
explanation is the existence of a structural effect: i.e., in the case of postponement of fertil-
ity, because of the recession, people who had previously delayed the decision to have children 
might have reported a positive fertility intention. Though the share of respondents declaring 
a positive intention did not change after the onset of the crisis, we expect that changes in the 
socioeconomic conditions did influence the determinants of their short-term fertility intentions.

6.3  Explanatory Variables

The model includes control covariates that account for the main demographic and soci-
oeconomic characteristics of the individuals and couples (Tables  2 and 3). Among the 

7 Note that approximately 95% of the couples in the two samples substantially agreed with respect to fertil-
ity intentions.

6 The questionnaires provide insight into various aspects of everyday life (see https ://www.istat .it/it/archi 
vio/81546 ).

https://www.istat.it/it/archivio/81546
https://www.istat.it/it/archivio/81546
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demographic characteristics, we considered the age of the respondent and his/her partner-
ship status (cohabitant or married). Moreover, as already proposed in the literature (Mills 
et  al. 2008; Hanappi et  al. 2017; Hanappi and Buber-Ennser 2017), we introduced the 
covariate number of living children8(0, 1, 2, 3 +) to control for the effect of parity on the 
dependent variable.

Among the socioeconomic variables, we included educational level, represented by: 
low (up to lower secondary school), intermediate (upper secondary school), and high (col-
lege, graduates and above).

The employment status of the respondent variable can be considered as a proxy of his/
her economic status. In agreement with Testa and Basten (2014), who stated that consid-
ering employment/unemployment as a binary variable may be insufficient, we considered 
the impact of part-time and full-time employment on fertility intentions, as in previous 
analyses of women’s fertility intentions (Engelhardt and Prskawetz (2004) and Begall and 
Mills (2011) for European and developed countries. This variable was recoded as: not 
working, part-time work,9 and full-time work. It would have been ideal to consider a vari-
able concerning job certainty/uncertainty, such as job stability (e.g., temporary or perma-
nent employment), but the data do not provide complete information, since in both surveys 
approximately 25% of employees did not respond to the question about the duration of 
their job.

The partners’ employment status allows us to define the employment status of the cou-
ple, which was recoded as no workers, one worker, and two workers.

The type of house, an evaluation provided by the surveyors, may represent, for Italy, 
an indicator of the couple’s economic prosperity. Mulder (2006), who analysed the con-
nections between home ownership and family formation in 27 Western countries, stressed 
that Spain, Italy and Greece are the three countries with a high percentage of homeowners 
and the lowest fertility. In Italy, owner-occupied housing is the norm for couples and fami-
lies. Indeed, approximately 80% of Italian people live in a self-owned house (ISTAT 2016), 
often small and in need of renovation. Moreover, our data do not allow us to ascertain if the 
couple pays a mortgage, which, like renting, may lead to liquidity constraints and seems 
to compete with the desire to have a child (Vignoli et al. 2013). Therefore, the quality of 
housing, and not home ownership, can provide a reliable proxy for assessing the house-
hold’s socioeconomic status.

The six surveys’ house types followed the classification of the Italian cadastral public 
register and were recoded as: modest house (economic or council house, country house, 
and unfit house), normal house (civil house), and luxury house (detached house or cottage, 
luxury house).

Finally, we considered a variable that measures the (unpaid) external support that the 
family had benefited from in the four weeks before the survey, provided by people (rela-
tives or not) who did not live with the surveyed people.

External support can represent a proxy for a supportive network on which people can 
rely when planning a birth. Excluding the most occasional forms of support, we only con-
sidered economic support, support in caring for and assisting with children, support with 
domestic activities (including activities that do not take place in the surveyed house), and 

8 We did not separately run models for people with and without children (approximately 18% in 2003 and 
17% in 2009, for both genders, Tables 2 and 3), since—due to the low number of observations—this would 
have prevented the reliable estimation of parameters by multilevel models.
9 In line with the OECD definition, part-time is work that involves fewer than 30 h per week. In the 2003 
and 2009 surveys, the distinction between full-time and part-time work was based on a spontaneous 
response by the respondent.
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free consumer goods (food, clothes). We included both private monetary and non-mone-
tary (i.e., in-kind) exchanges.10

In order to consider both the quality and the quantity of external support, we computed 
the number of external supports received declared by individuals, recoded as: no support, 
one support, and two or more supports. In Italy, the combination of a weak welfare sys-
tem and strong ties to family members and relatives produces a situation where supportive 
social networks may be a crucial factor in influencing individuals’ fertility intentions (Dalla 
Zuanna and Micheli 2004; Balbo and Mills 2011) and their realisation.

Moreover, to capture the influence of the economic environment on fertility intentions, 
we considered some regional indicators (Table 4) calculated on the whole population, on 
the assumption that individual perception of socioeconomic condition is affected by the 
general situation of society as a whole; for example, an increase in the total unemployment 
rate—regardless of age and gender—can increase individual insecurity about future job 
stability, as already stated in Goldstein et al. (2013).

In this analysis, level 2 variables indicate 19 Italian regions11 (all NUTS2, as used 
by  Eurostat  and the European Union excluding Valle d’Aosta).12 In fact, the economic 
situation of the region or country is a central contextual variable recently identified as a 
major leading factor driving the individual’s childbearing choices (Testa 2010). Among the 
regional-level covariates, we considered three indicators that represent labour market status 
(unemployment and long-term unemployment rates, and part-time incidence) and GDP.13

The change in unemployment rate, the change in long-term unemployment incidence 
rate14 and the change in GDP represent the percentage changes in the indicators between 
two time periods: 2001–2003 and 2007–2009. According to Sobotka et  al. (2011) and 
Pailhé and Solaz (2012), a 2-year time gap may represent a sufficient amount of time to 
fully capture respondents’ reaction to changing economic conditions.

The part-time employment incidence in the years of the surveys represents people who 
are employed part-time as a proportion of all employed people, which increased in particu-
lar for women following the 2003 Biagi reform15 and after the recent economic downturn 
(Fig. 1b, d). The part-time employment incidence variable refers to the analysed years: as 
data were not complete for all the regions, variations could not be computed. Generally, 

10 The questionnaire includes a set of external supports: Economic support, Health benefits, Support in car-
ing for and assisting with adults, Support in caring for and assisting with children, Support with domestic 
activities, Company, assistance and company, Support in carrying out bureaucratic activities, Help in carry-
ing out extra-domestic work, Education support, Free consumer goods, Other.
11 The choice of regions as second level units stems from the strong Italian regional culture that identifies 
the regions as important cultural and economic decisional units. Indeed, under the Italian Constitution, each 
region is an autonomous entity with clearly defined powers (e.g. in education, labour market, welfare poli-
cies, etc.). Although possibly heterogeneous within them, they entail a strong identity and sense of belong-
ing, and also represent the area’s tradition and economic orientation.
12 Although 19  s level units are generally considered sufficient (Goldstein 2011; Hox et  al. 2017), to 
improve the estimates’ reliability and to overcome the possible drawbacks stemming from a low number 
of level 2 units, we employed a bootstrap procedure which allows us to obtain a more robust standard error 
and to relax the normality assumption of the group-level effect (Carpenter et al. 1999; Cameron and Miller 
2015). The procedure was implemented through the R package "lme4".
13 The data on GDP were derived from ISTAT (2017), while data on the labour market were derived from 
OECD (2017). The ‘part-time employment incidence’ variable refers to the analysed years: as data were not 
complete for all the regions, we could not compute variations.
14 The unemployment rate and the long-term unemployment rate are not necessarily related; we first per-
formed a correlation analysis in order to assess the possible presence of multicollinearity which would have 
led to unreliable estimates. Our analysis showed that there is no high correlation among the contextual vari-
ables considered.
15 See note 4.
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part-time work is associated with lower income; for this reason, the wider adoption of this 
type of work could generate a feeling of economic uncertainty.

6.4  The Model

To account for the dichotomous nature of the dependent variable—the individual fertility 
intention—we employed a multilevel logit regression model (Goldstein 2011; Hox et  al. 
2017, which allowed us to investigate how people interact with their social backgrounds 
and geographical context.

This approach enables us to exploit the hierarchical structure of the data, since it con-
siders both micro- and macro-level effects by nesting coupled individuals into assessable, 
context-level units and follows the sampling scheme adopted in the survey. We employed 
this model to assess the effect of regional economic factors on respondents’ fertility inten-
tions. From a statistical viewpoint, the assumption of the independence of observations, 
required by traditional (single-level) statistical models, was violated, since the observations 
were clustered rather than independent.

Using clustered information, multilevel models provided correct standard errors, confi-
dence intervals (CI), and significance tests, proving that they were suitable for our analysis 
purposes.

The dependent variable is a dichotomous variable, yij , indicating whether or not indi-
vidual i in region j intends to have a child in the next 3 years. In this context, yij follows a 
binomial distribution [ yij ~ Binomial (1, pij)], where pij is the probability that subject i from 
region j intends to have a child in the next 3 years.

The individual’s logit
(

P(Yij = 1)
)

 is expressed as a function of individual and regional 
characteristics; that is, it can be extended to consider P ( p = 1, ...,P ) individual covariates 
( xpij ) and Q (q = 1, ...,Q ) regional variables ( zqj ) as follows.

Level 1-individual characteristics:

Level 2-regional indicators:

Thus, the combined model is as follows:

where �pj represents the regression coefficient (slope) of the p-th individual characteristic 
in region j, which is allowed to randomly vary across regions by adding the Q regional 
variables.

In the context of logistic regression, there is a potential problem of interpretability and 
comparability of estimated parameters in different models (Allison 1999; Mood 2010). This 

(1)log

(

pij

1 − pij

)

= logit
(

P
(

Yij = 1
))

= �0j +

P
∑
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�pjxpij

(2)�0j = �00 +

Q
∑
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Q
∑
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(3)log
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pij
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)
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(
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)

= �00 +

P
∑

p=1

�pjxpij +

Q
∑

q=1

�0qzqj + �0j
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problem stems from the difficulty in handling the unobserved heterogeneity in different 
samples and/or models, which may lead to considerable bias and misleading conclusions in 
interpreting estimation results. For this reason, we present the results in the form of average 
marginal effects (AME), which express the average effect of the corresponding variable on 
the probability of obtaining a positive fertility intention. This measurement enables us to 
compare the estimated effects across different groups and models, which is suitable for our 
research questions concerning the change in behaviour across genders and years.

In accordance with previous research (Mills and Blossfeld 2005; Fiori et al. 2013) and 
H2, in our analysis we modelled women’s and men’s childbearing intentions separately, in 
order to take a gender-specific approach.

7  Results

The descriptive results (Tables 2, 3) provide evidence of similarities and differences across 
genders and years. As expected, fertility intentions mostly varied by age and number of liv-
ing children, for both surveys and both genders (Fig. 2).

Positive intentions were greater than 50% for married or cohabiting men and women 
with no children or one child until the ages of 37 and 41, respectively, in 2003; in 2009, the 
50% cut-off point was at 39 and 43 years, respectively.16 In both surveys, fertility intentions 
rapidly fell below 25% for respondents with two or more children, although still of repro-
ductive age. In all the models, these two variables represent the most important determi-
nants of reproductive intentions.

As a measure of overall goodness of fit, we consider the discrimination capacity of the 
model using the receiver operating characteristic (ROC) curve, which compares the propor-
tions of correctly and incorrectly classified predictions over a wide range of possible threshold 
levels. For the subsamples of men and women, the values of the area under the ROC curve 
vary from 0.87 to 0.90 (Table 1), showing that the fitted models had good classification ability.

The effects of the individual control variables (Table  1) mostly supported the results 
achieved in previous studies on fertility intentions and also indicated interesting new 
considerations.

Fig. 2  Fertility intentions by age and parity (both genders jointly considered–univariate results) Source: 
Authors’ elaboration based on the Italian Multipurpose Survey – Family and Social Subjects data (Istat)

16 Ages 18–24 are excluded from Fig. 2 due to the low number of observations. Similarly, the observed 
pronounced fluctuations in the graph are due to the small size of subgroups by age and parity.
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As expected, male and female fertility intentions were always strongly and negatively 
related to age and parity. For both genders and surveys, the propensity to have a child fell 
drastically for respondents who already had at least two children, in line with the two-child 
family preference in Italy.

The educational level showed a clear pattern. As expected, positive, significant child-
bearing plans always emerged among respondents who had attained higher education. The 
highest level of education became more important for men after the onset of the crisis: 
the AME for the highest level, which was always significant, almost doubled (from 0.0546 
to 0.1062) in 2009 with respect to 2003. The significance of the estimated coefficients 
for people with an intermediate level of education, although positive in all the models, 
changed between the two surveys in a gender-differentiated way. The intermediate level 
became significant for males in 2009 with respect to lower levels of education, although 
the highest education always had the greatest impact; conversely, for women, the interme-
diate level lost its significance in 2009.

The partnership status variable also showed gender-differentiated changes from 2003 to 
2009. AME values showed an evident, significant effect on female intentions in both years, 
highlighting higher fertility plans for married women than for those who cohabit, with a 
stronger effect during the crisis. In 2009, being married also significantly encouraged the 
reproductive plans of men.

The variables related to working conditions represent one of the most impor-
tant aspects in our analysis, but the results only partially agreed with our hypotheses. 
Employment status of the respondent (part/full-time vs not working) never had an effect 
on fertility plans, suggesting that—in a condition of rising uncertainty—the working 
conditions of couples prevail over individual status. Indeed the employment status of 
the couple variable showed both a gendered pattern and a different relevance: while in 
2003, no significant association with the dependent variable emerged for either gender, 
in 2009 a significant and positive effect emerged for men, in particular when both mem-
bers had a job.

Our expectations—supported by the recent literature—regarding the positive impact 
of the number of external supports received on reproductive intentions were not con-
firmed. A significant relationship emerged only in 2003 among males when there were 
at least two external supports; for women, the AME was negative for one support in 
the same year. In 2009, the relationship was positive, but not significant for both gen-
ders. Housing quality (type of house), conversely, was positively related to reproductive 
intentions, but statistical significance was reached only among women living in a luxury 
house in 2009.

The contextual variables exerted the expected clear and coherent role on fertility inten-
tions. The results outlined a similar association pattern for both genders, with the only 
exception related to the changes in GDP; while always significant for women, it seemed 
to assume a less important role for men. In 2009, the negative link between changes in 
long-term unemployment lost its statistical significance for both genders, while changes 
in unemployment became significant for men. Finally, part-time employment incidence 
showed a significant negative effect in all the models, indicating that, in Italy, where invol-
untary part-time work is more widespread than in Europe (Fig.  1d), an increase in the 
regional spread of this type of work induces a feeling of uncertainty that negatively influ-
ences fertility intentions.

The impact exerted by the contextual variables on fertility intentions is complex and can 
be more easily interpreted by considering both the average effects and the variability of the 
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effect in the different regions. For example, the mean value of the incidence of part-time 
employment grows considerably from 2003 to 2009, increasing from approximately 8.7 to 
14%. Moreover, the corresponding effect on the probability of a positive fertility intention 
for men is equivalent to a decrease of − 0.128 and − 0.144 in 2003 and 2009 respectively. 
This effect also holds for the other contextual variables, indicating a noticeable and diversi-
fied net effect at the regional level.

8  Discussion

The data showed the same stable, significant effects on fertility intentions for some 
variables for both genders both before and after the onset of the economic recession in 
2007/2008. In all the models and in line with previous research on Italy (Fiori 2011; 
Vignoli et al. 2013) and on other European countries (Berrington 2004; Liefbroer 2009), 
the results confirmed that, during the individual’s life, intentions describe age-dependent 
curves with levels conditional on the parity reached. Having more than one child acts as a 
strong deterrent for fertility intentions even if, as in many European countries (Sobotka and 
Beaujouan 2014), the ideal number of children continues to be approximately 2 for Italian 
men and women of all ages, considerably above the number couples are currently having 
(Rosina and Testa 2009; Sabbadini 2012; Fiori et al. 2013).

Apart from the similar and decisive effect of age and parity on fertility intentions, 
other relevant variables assume a different role by gender and in the two surveys as rep-
resented in Fig. 3a and b, where each point has the AME values for males (x-axis) and 
females (y-axis) as coordinates, and therefore the bisector represents a situation where no 
gender differences emerge. The two circles enclose the significant variables most closely 
related to each of the two genders in 2009 (the left one to women, the right one to men).

Greater dispersion around the bisector is observed with regard to 2009 than 2003, point-
ing to increasing gender differentiation. This confirms our hypothesis 2 and agrees with the 
findings of many other authors (Berrington 2004; Cavalli and Klobas 2013; Vignoli et al. 
2013; Spéder and Kapitány 2014). Indeed, the changing position in the male/female-plane 
of some variables between the two surveys highlights their different gender-based impacts 

Fig. 3  a, b AME points by gender (Men, Women) and survey (2003, 2009)—Restricted range. Authors’ 
elaboration based on the Italian Multipurpose Survey–Family and Social Subjects data (Istat); only the vari-
ables that are significant in at least one model are represented; the grey points represent contextual variables 
(for the sake of brevity and readability, the word “change” has been omitted from variables labels); parity 
does not appear here because its AME values (in y and x-axis) are external to the considered range.
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on fertility intentions before and after the onset of the crisis, confirming the results of Fiori 
et al. (2013) and Mills and Blossfeld (2005) for Italy. Gender differences—which seemed 
modest in 2003, since the points are close to the bisector of the first and third quadrants—
shifted towards the male axis in 2009, suggesting the emergence of gender-asymmetric 
decision-making patterns when economic uncertainty increases. Specifically, in 2009 the 
employment status of the couple and the highest educational level gained importance for 
men, while the importance of partnership status and housing quality emerged for women.

The continuing view of marriage as a necessary precondition for planning a birth for 
women is in agreement with the results achieved for Italy by Vignoli et  al. (2013) and 
Modena et al. (2014). Interestingly, it seems that the onset of the crisis may have modified 
the male approach to the environment for having children. In times of rising uncertainty, 
marriage is increasingly perceived as a form of protection and security that enables fertil-
ity plans for both genders. Indeed, in Italy–as outlined by Vignoli et al. (2016)—marriage, 
rather than cohabitation, is more compatible with employment and economic certainties. 
The italian national institute of statistics (ISTAT) affirms that people leave the parental 
home mainly when they have found a job and a suitable dwelling (ISTAT 2014).

In 2009, men in dual-earner couples always displayed higher fertility intentions with 
respect to those in a one-earner couple, confirming other findings for Italy reported by Sal-
vini et  al. (2009). As expected (H3), men pay more attention to working conditions but 
assign more importance to the working conditions of both members of the couple; thus, 
they seem to be modifying the traditional male breadwinner model towards more egalitar-
ian economic roles within the couple.

If the employment status of the couple may represent, for men, a condition of eco-
nomic certainty required when planning a child, for women, economic certainty seems 
to some extent also to be symbolised by other variables, mostly by housing quality—
here considered as a proxy of wealth. The results are in agreement with Kulu and Vikat 
(2007), who found significant variations in fertility levels across housing types in Fin-
land, with the highest fertility level among couples living in single-family houses and 
the lowest among those residing in apartments.

A common trait in all the models is the positive childbearing plans among respond-
ents who had attained higher education (H4), for men in particular, confirming that in 
Italy education could lower uncertainty: a better educated person is able to acquire the 
knowledge to solve problems; thus, these people should be more secure and have higher 
fertility intentions. Similar findings were reported by Miettinen and Paajanen (2005) for 
Finnish men and women and Perelli-Harris (2006) for Post-Soviet Russia.

The decreasing effect on fertility intentions of intermediate education among women, 
as suggested by Mills et  al. (2008: 16), “could be related to lack of resources, high 
expectations of investments in children or need to participate in the labour market, 
which is difficult to combine with parenthood in Italy. Having a child or fertility aspira-
tions may be a ‘luxury’ in this context”.

During the crisis, the gendered impact of external support assured by family mem-
bers or friends was harmonised. Before the crisis, men probably viewed external sup-
ports as a possible solution to some economic/organisational problems, while women 
might have perceived them as an indication of weakness that could interfere with fertil-
ity intentions. In 2009, the loss of significance of unpaid supports for both women and 
men was not in line with our expectations (H5) and previous findings for Italy (Dalla 
Zuanna and Micheli 2004; Pinnelli and Fiori 2008). It could mean that the crisis is per-
ceived as a very difficult obstacle, and the existence of a supportive network is not suf-
ficient to overcome it.
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As expected (H6), changes in unemployment and long-term unemployment showed a 
negative relationship with the dependent variable in all the models, but after the onset of 
the crisis, the change in the long-term unemployment rate lost its significant impact on 
fertility intentions, while the change in the unemployment rate became significant. This 
change may indicate that while in the pre-crisis period long-term unemployment assumed 
importance as a potentially pathological instability of the labour market, in times of eco-
nomic insecurity, attention seems to shift to general macro indicators as a gauge of the 
economic situation. We also recall that media information—which plays an important role 
in the formation of feelings about socioeconomic conditions—also usually refers to the 
general dimensions of phenomena.

An increase in aggregate unemployment might generate an overall decline in wage 
rates, which might be interpreted as an indirect income effect. We find an explanation for 
the different effects of the rise in unemployment or rise in long-term unemployment in the 
two time periods in the onset of the crisis. It seems that in 2003, before the rise in the level 
of insecurity in the Italian job market, only variations in long-term unemployment could 
affect fertility intentions. When labour market performances are good, even unemployed 
individuals might still be optimistic about their labour-market situation in the near future 
(de Lange et al. 2014). Conversely, in economically less advantageous times, the percep-
tion of economic insecurity could be reinforced. Therefore in 2009, precisely because of 
growing uncertainty due to the crisis, which had now become clearly visible, the impact of 
labour-market uncertainty on fertility behaviour became more immediate and changes in 
unemployment caused important effects.

Finally, the (negative) importance that the interviewees (in particular males) assign to 
the regional incidence in part-time work was always clear. At the micro-level part-time 
work is often considered a way of reducing the incompatibility between work and family 
life among women (Del Boca 2002) under the assumption of a voluntary choice (Begall 
and Mills 2011), but in Italy part-time work is often an involuntary choice. This working 
condition is probably associated with lower household disposable incomes, inducing eco-
nomic insecurity, and awareness of the crisis.

Overall, the contextual economic indicators seem to affect fertility intentions almost in 
the same way for both genders, while the crisis has changed the effects of some individual 
characteristics on fertility intentions in a gendered differentiated way (H1 and H2).

We are aware that many unobserved contextual and individual factors may also influ-
ence fertility intentions—e.g., sociocultural factors and religious aspects—but, unfortu-
nately, this information was not always available. Moreover, the economic recession may 
also have affected partnering behaviour, producing an indirect effect on fertility intentions, 
but our data do not allow us to analyse this important aspect. Lastly, since the available 
data do not constitute a panel, we also underline the lack of time-varying variables, which 
would have allowed us to follow changes in individual fertility intentions in a more appro-
priate way.

9  Conclusion

Our analysis allows us to conclude that the considerable effect of some variables (in par-
ticular age and parity) on fertility intentions appears to be the same for the two genders 
both before and after the onset of the economic recession, while other variables assume a 
different gendered role in the two surveys.
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The deterioration of the labour market—which began a few years before the crisis—was 
exacerbated by the climate of rising uncertainty (mainly represented by high unemploy-
ment levels) after the onset of the crisis and seems to have changed the set of determinants 
of male and female fertility intentions. Our expectation that short-term fertility intentions 
are influenced by the economic context, especially in times of recession—as emerged in 
previous research on European countries (Adsera 2004; Sobotka et  al. 2011; Kreyenfeld 
et al. 2012; Fiori et al. 2013; Modena et al. 2014; Modena and Sabatini 2012; Cazzola et al. 
2016)—was clearly confirmed. The feeling of long-term economic insecurity experienced 
during recessions, and not only current income loss, might be what governs fertility deci-
sions (Adsera 2011). As Andersen and Ozcan (2012) state, large fluctuations in aggregate 
unemployment rates during recessions might generate very different behavioural responses 
from the unemployment experienced under stable macroeconomic conditions. Findings 
showed that, in conditions of rising uncertainty and in a weak institutional setting, as in 
Italy, men and women appear to be more careful in their childbearing planning.

While–contrary to our expectations—part-time work does not show any impact on fer-
tility intentions, important results relate to the role of working conditions of the couple 
and education. As illustrated, men pay more attention than women to working conditions, 
in particular to the employment status of both members of the couple. This effect may be 
exacerbated, especially in 2009, by the fact that, in Italy, being employed (for at least one 
member of the couple) represents a prerequisite for living as a couple. It should be remem-
bered that Italian institutional provisions are too weak to reduce the opportunity cost of 
childbearing. Moreover, after the onset of the crisis the effect of a high level of education 
clearly emerges as a protective factor on fertility intentions, especially for men.

Findings also suggest implications for public welfare policies aimed at reducing the risks 
related to decisions to have children, easing the feeling of insecurity regarding the future that 
strongly affects both fertility intentions and the realisation of positive intentions. For example, 
the results for women suggest that highly educated women (who have positive intentions) could 
take advantage of adequate policy measures allowing them to combine family roles and work.

Our results fit into the existing literature on fertility determinants by introducing empiri-
cal measures of both individual and contextual characteristics linked to fertility intentions 
during periods of rising economic uncertainty from a gender perspective. We believe this 
paper will contribute to the research on fertility intentions and fertility-decision-making by 
deepening understanding of the determinants of fertility intentions in different socioeco-
nomic contexts.
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Appendix

See Tables 2, 3, 4.

Table 2  Summary description of the individual variables—Males. Source: Italian Multipurpose Survey–
Family and Social Subjects data (Istat)

The ‘age’ variable is shown divided into classes for descriptive reasons; in the model, it was used as a quan-
titative variable. Any differences in the total number of responses are due to missing data. Unweighted data

Variable 2003 2009

Frequency Percent Yes % Frequency Percent Yes %

Dependent variable (Fertility intentions)
Intention to have a(nother) child within three years
 Yes 1463 35.8 1176 38.6
 No 2621 64.2 1867 61.4
Independent variables
Age
 18–24 27 0.6 55.6 20 0.6 68.4
 25–34 1137 24.2 64.8 793 27.2 67.3
 35 and over (35–45) 3021 75.2 24.7 2466 72.2 29.1
Partnership status
 Married 3929 93.9 34.7 2926 89.2 37.0
 Cohabitants (ref. cat.) 256 6.1 53.2 353 10.8 52.0
Number of living children
 No children (ref. cat.) 787 18.8 79.7 590 18.0 81.3
 One child 1300 31.1 52.3 1037 31.6 56.3
 Two children 1718 41.0 9.2 1305 39.8 13.1
 Three or more children 380 9.1 8.7 347 10.6 8.3
Educational level
 Low (ref. cat.) 2073 49.5 32.1 1391 42.4 33.2
 Intermediate 1727 41.3 39.0 1512 46.1 41.8
 High 385 9.2 41.7 376 11.5 46.2
Employment status of the respondent
 Not working (ref. cat.) 186 4.4 26.7 210 6.4 42.1
 Part-time work 116 2.8 32.4 136 4.2 42.5
 Full-time work 3883 92.8 36.4 2933 89.4 38.2
Employment status of the couple
 No workers (ref. cat) 166 4.0 26.1 159 4.8 39.6
 One worker 1742 41.6 31.7 1418 43.3 34.0
 Two workers 2277 54.4 39.7 1702 51.9
Type of house
 Modest (ref. cat.) 641 15.6 32.0 542 16.8 36.0
 Normal 2692 65.8 37.4 2158 66.7 39.8
 Luxury 759 18.6 33.6 534 16.5 36.7
Number of externa supports received
 No support (ref. cat.) 3243 77.5 35.4 2361 72.0 40.3
 One support 716 17.1 36.1 673 20.5 32.2
 Two or more supports 226 5.4 40.2 245 7.5 40.4
 N (Individuals) 4185 3279



Fertility Intentions in Times of Rising Economic Uncertainty:…

1 3

Table 3  Summary description of the individual variables—Females. Source: Italian Multipurpose Survey–
Family and Social Subjects data (Istat)

The ‘age’ variable is shown divided into classes for descriptive reasons; in the model, it was used as a quan-
titative variable. Any differences in the total number of responses are due to missing data. Unweighted data

Variable 2003 2009

Frequency Percent Yes % Frequency Percent Yes %

Dependent variable (Fertility intentions)
Intention to have a(nother) child within three years
 Yes 1502 29.1 1233 32.1
 No 3666 70.9 2614 67.9
Independent variables
Age
 18–24 133 2.5 69.8 102 2.4 73.9
 25–34 1775 33.5 55.4 1271 30.6 58.5
 35 and over (35–45) 3393 64.0 13.6 2785 67.0 18.1
Partnership status
 Married 5001 94.3 28.0 3749 90.2 30.6
 Cohabitant (ref. cat.) 300 5.7 46.8 409 9.8 45.1
Number of living children
 No children (ref. cat.) 917 17.3 75.8 665 16.0 77.8
 One child 1504 28.4 43.8 1264 30.4 48.4
 Two children 2269 42.8 7.1 1734 41.7 9.8
 Three or more children 611 11.5 4.2 495 11.9 5.1
Education level
 Low (ref. cat.) 2380 44.9 21.5 1542 37.1 24.7
 Intermediate 2369 44.7 33.5 1893 45.5 33.3
 High 552 10.4 42.9 723 17.4 44.2
Employment status of the respondent
 Not working (ref. cat.) 2264 42.7 25.9 1894 45.5 28.4
 Part-time work 890 16.8 25.5 739 17.8 27.3
 Full-time work 2147 40.5 33.9 1525 36.7 38.7
Employment status of the couple
 No workers (ref. cat) 224 4.2 20.5 221 5.3 31.6
 One worker 2261 42.7 26.1 1838 44.2 28.1
 Two workers 2816 53.1 32.1 2099 50.5 35.5
Type of house
 Modest (ref. cat.) 825 15.9 26.0 692 16.9 29.5
 Normal 3381 65.2 30.5 2718 66.2 32.9
 Luxury 983 18.9 26.5 692 16.9 31.5
Number of external supports received
 No support (ref. cat.) 4239 80.0 28.3 3116 74.9 32.2
 One support 821 15.5 31.2 765 18.4 29.6
 Two or more supports 241 4.5 34.6 277 6.7 37.1
 N (Individuals) 5301 4158
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